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Well over a month before the Republic Day celebrations each year 
the Talkatora Gardens receive a face-lift. A neatly laid out colony springs 
up there with tents pitched all over the ground to house the folk dancers. 
Everything is done with the precision that distinguishes the Defence Depart- 
ment arrangements. 

During the second week of January the contingents of dancers, to 
use the Defence term, begin coming in. They are housed in various tents 
earmarked for them. The National Flag is hoisted in the centre of the 
camp around which are displayed the emblems of various states participat- 
ing in the Festival. Desolate and drab, Talkatora blooms into life and is. 
transformed into a miniature India. Rehearsals begin and the atmosphere 
is filled with music and rhythm. 


- This has become an annual feature — alas, a ritual now, well organised 
and efficiently managed. It took years to perfect this slick management — 
though the dances have been losing their spontaniety and authenticity 
with the passing of every year. * ee 


I recall a day sixteen years ago when a thousand folk dancers had 
stormed Delhi with their riotous colour and infectious rhythm. Prime 


Minister Nehru’s magic command had brought them-to Delhi-and here 


they were in full and pulsating life confounding both the officials and the — 
people of the Capital. Many of them were for the first time discovering — 
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the real India with its rich cultural heritage not created by the imagination 
of a few gifted persons but shaped by a whole people in the course of 


centuries. vos, 


In their colourful dress and head-gears were Sema Nagas from Assam 
and Mao Nagas from Manipur. The slim figured beauties from Jaunsar 
appeared to have stepped out of Rajput paintings. The Poharas from 
Saurashtra, Gaddis from Himachal, Siddis from Hyderabad, Santhals from 
Bengal, Koyas from Orissa, Hos from Bihar, all these tribal dancers came 
in large numbers. With them were also the non-tribal folk dancers from 
the Punjab and PEPSU. From a few States had come trained dancers to 
perform folk dances and they looked out of place and felt lost. 


Since then as the years passed by there has been a steady increase in 
the number of urban people, college girls and trained dancers presenting 
Folk Dances. With the result that the real folk people seem to be out of 
place now in a festival named after them. ; 


“One of the objects of our inviting large numbers of folk dancers and 
others from distant parts of India for Republic Day is for them to get 
acquainted with Delhi and for the people of Delhi to get acquainted with 
them .. The idea of several hundred folk dancers from different parts of 
India coming to Delhi brings home to them and to all of us the richness 
of our cultural heritage and the unifying bond which holds it together.” 
— said Prime Minister Nehru after the first year of folk dances. 


This main idea and purpose of the Folk Dance Festival seems to 
have been lost in the course of years. Otherwise how could one reconcile 
the fact that the Folk Dance Festival was replaced in 1964 by the Dance of. 
the Seasons presented by the cultural institutions from various cities ? 
Fortunately, this was not repeated. ee 


Since its inception in 1954, the Sangeet Natak Akademi was closely 
connected with the annual Republic Day Folk Dance Festival for a few 
_ years. The Akademi instituted a running Trophy for the party adjudged 
as the best in its authenticity of dance and costume and excellence in 
performance. While the Trophy served as an incentive during the initial 
years it tended to defeat the very purpose for which it was instituted. All 
types of unhealthy tendencies began manifesting themselves. Lobbying and 
campaigning and building up press publicity by different group leaders 
became the order of the day. Instead of healthy rejoicing and mutual 
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appreciation the participation in this national festival became a battle to 
win the Trophy by any means. And the losers left Delhi with a bitter 
feeling of defeat. At this stage the Akademi wisely wound up the Trophy. 


One of the reasons for the steady deterioration in the quality of the 
folk dances is the lack of proper machinery for the selection of dances. 
At one stage it was decided that the members of the Folk Dance Festival 
committee should go round the country for selecting the dances for the 
Festival. To begin with a tour of Rajasthan. was undertaken. The 
experience proved that it was an impossible task to cover the whole country 
in a year, the enormous expenses involved in this process apart.. The 
idea was dropped. 


The process of selection was confined to the routine file movements 
and in this process no expert in this field is ever consulted at any level. 
If some States have been consistently sending authentic dance parties it is 
either due to a large variety of dances existing in their regions or to the 
personal interest taken by the officials at the State level. Of all the States 
who have been participating in the Festival, hardly three or four States can 
claim this honour. 


With more and more urban people presenting folk dances there has 
been an increasing tendency to include pretty college girls and even ‘extras’ 
who dance for the films. Usually a Dance-Director-Choreographer 
accompanies them and one could see in the Talkatora Camp hectic rehearsals 
for the “creation” of a folk dance. These urban folk dancers are a feast 
for the camera and they hit the headlines in the press. Hardly any critic 
bothers to sift the grain from the chaff. The result is that the unsophisticat- 
ed folk dancers go unnoticed as they have been all these centuries in their 
remote regions. 


Another atrocity committed against folk culture is the change of 
dress.. The State governments allot money for buying new dresses for the 
dance parties going to Delhi. The officials with no grasp or respect for. 
traditions provide them with costumes made of what they consider 
attractive colours. A few years back a party of tribal men were 
brought from Vindhya Pradesh in full-sleeve shirts of yellow, red, blue 
and white satin. Only two years back a group of Riang tribal girls from 
Tripura were seen draped in full-sleeve satin blouses. I had to wait long in 


the camp for. them to change back to their own dress_ to take a few 
sails ha oh 


~ With the rapid socio-economic changes ae places in our country- _ 
= 5 36)Side it is but natural that our folk culture also undergoes changes: itt isa 
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natural process which no.one can arrest. One need not lament it: Having 
gone all the way into the interior of Chotanagpur to film a: Ho: marriage 
dance .I was disappointed to see hardly any women among a hundred 
dancers wearing their traditional dress. Instead they were: all wearing 
mill-made saris of gaudy colour prints. The reason they told me was 
that for the cost of one set of their hand-woven and embroidered traditional 
dress they could by four mill-made saris. It is a valid reason and this 
holds good for other tribals also. My point here is that whenthe Gov- 
ernment is paying for the dress as in the Festival, why is it that the money 
is not utilised to buy them a set of their traditional dress? 


For a few years a folk music festival was also held in Delhi. It used 
to be an interesting and valuable treat for the music lovers in the Capital. 
That was discontinued and what we have now is the Song of Nation 
Builders broadcast over AIR. These songs, to say the least, have 
hardly anything to do with folk-life. Most of the States send trained 
urban singers with a music director. At times songs are composed, set to 
tune and rehearsed at the camp and this made-to-order stuff is served to — 
the listeners as folk songs. Is there any dearth of real folk songs in our 

country? 


~The lack of proper appreciation of genuine folk dances by the press 
and public is due also to the scanty information supplied in the hand- 
outs and the brochures. If properly done the brochures could serve a — 
valuable purpose as a source of information about the people and their 
culture. Scanning through the brochures produced all these years, 
could find no information worth the effort. No serious attention seems to 
have been paid in this direction during the last sixteen years of the Festival. 
Many of these drawbacks could be rectified if a few scholars of cultural 
anthropology are associated with this Festival at various levels. 


Yet another point I would like to mention here is the growing tendency 
_ to. emphasise the showy aspect of dances while forgetting the folk aspect. 
As visualised by Prime Minister Nehru “one of the objects of our inviting 
large number of folk dancers and others from distant parts of India for 
Republic Day is for them to get acquainted with Delhi and for the people 
‘of Delhi to get acquainted with them.” . Of course, folk dancers are taken 
round.the monuments and, temples and. state, buildings in the Capital. 
“Neither the people of Delhi nor the folk dancers from distant regions get 
a chance to freely meet each-other: «In fact’the tribal-people from NEFA 
and Nagaland are. so closely guarded : by. the. officers accompanying them: 
that“it becomes. impossible to meet them: There may be organisational: 
., Problems in this. Buta way out can always be found. 28s 
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Only a serious re-thinking can bring the Folk Dance Festival back to 
its original idea. But today with the showy aspect of it gaining the upper 
hand — and that is the bane of our cultural work in all fields — the least 
effort is made to understand the deeper values of our rich folk culture. 
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